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Distributive and Partisan Politics
in the U.S. Senate: An Exploration
of Earmarks

MICHAEL H. CRESPIN AND CHARLES J. FINOCCHIARO

In recent years, members of Congress have engaged in a rapidly acceler-
ating drive to garner particularistic benefits for their constituents, much
to the dismay of many observers and budget hawks. While critics, most
of whom watch from the outside (Senator John McCain being a notable
exception), decry the annual practice of inserting into appropriations leg-
islation line items that fund projects back home, members realize the value
of their efforts in this regard. As Mayhew (1974) observed, such activities
reap electoral rewards in the form of credit-claiming opportunities. Thus,
it is no surprise that the practice continues largely uninhibited despite both
popular and elite-level criticisms.

With the ubiquity of pork-barrel spending being a hallmark of the mod-
ern Congress, scholars have sought to explain the distributional mecha-
nisms that allocate funds across states and districts. Most of these accounts
focus on certain types of programs or categories of earmarks (funds desig-
nated for a specific purpose). Our aim in this chapter is to consider more
fully the potential for party effects in the distribution of pork in the upper
chamber of the U.S. Congress across a wide spectrum of policy areas.

At first glance, the Senate, with its more collegial leadership style and
distribution of power, is perhaps not a strong candidate for exploring ques-
tions related to majority-party advantage. However, it occupies a position
in the sequence of the appropriations process that offers unique opportu-
nities to add to or undo actions taken in the lower chamber (Fenno 1966),
and the must-pass nature of appropriations legislation likely makes it an
appealing vehicle for partisan advantage. To the degree that senators find
particularistic policies an attractive means of gaining electoral advantage
for themselves and their party, there is reason to expect the majority party
to profit from pork.
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